Patterns of maternal behavior in the spontaneously hypertensive rat.
Maternal behavior of spontaneously hypertensive (SHR) and Wistar-Kyoto (WKY) normotensive rats was assessed over the preweanling period (days 1-21). Ten litters of each strain were observed during the dark phase of the light:dark cycle using a scan sampling technique. Cages were observed periodically throughout the day and the momentary behavior of the dam was recorded on a checklist of 9 different behaviors. These behaviors included: nursing entire litter, nursing part of litter, contact with entire litter, contact with part of litter, pup carrying/retrieval, licking pups, sniffing pups, nest building, and away from litter. A second set of ten litters per strain was observed in the same manner during the light phase of the light:dark cycle thus providing around the clock data throughout the entire preweanling period. For purposes of data analysis, the 21-day preweanling period was divided into 7 3-day blocks. The mean relative frequency with which each behavior was observed from SHR and WKY mothers was determined for each block and for each phase of the light:dark cycle separately. SHR mothers were with their pups and nursing them more frequently than WKY mothers during the light phase of the circadian cycle. Complimentary to this finding, WKY mothers were observed away from their pups more frequently than SHR mothers during both light and dark phases. Finally, SHR mothers were observed to lick their pups more often than WKY mothers during both phases of the light:dark cycle. These findings were consistent across the entire preweanling period.(ABSTRACT TRUNCATED AT 250 WORDS)